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engineering projects-—-is now a well-established model of applied history, introduced at NASA for
the Apollo lunar landing project of the 1960s. NASA continued with the Space Shuttle History
Project, which produced at Johnson Space Center a massive collection of documents ang an
annotated chronology;? we followed the model again with our support of the Space Telescope
History Project; and NASA currently supports the Space Station History Project--also a documents
collection and monograph-writing effort. The Space Station History Project extends the model

1 Robert W. Smith. The Space Telescope: A Study of NASA, Science, Technology. and Politics.
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989,

2 John F. Guilmartin, Jr. and John Walker Mauer. A Shuttle Chronology: 1964-1973.
S Vols. (December 1988) NASA-JSC: 23309.
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proven of necessity: neither the Peloponnesian War nor modern large-scale science and
engineering enterprises have produced the orderly, complete, and coherent "archjves” that would
enable historians to write about them. More importantly, it has enabled corporate and
government managers and executives to reconstruct the past when the ability to do so proved
critical in the present--hence the need for concurrent observation, which makes the old debate

over scholarly "detachment” somewhat academic.

Notice that I have been speaking of historian and history simultaneously. Doing so,
however, confuses the question of "applied history." Historians of science, of all people, should
be able to appreciate this distinction. We have become comfortable with the notion that the
abstract "science” of the profession’s catechism is something quite different from scientists at

know. Rather than make the rather self-serving distinction between "scholarly history” and
"popular history,” let me draw the distinction another way.

more blessed among us can bring to that story such gifts of language that it wil] speak to others
besides our peers and acquire the power of "imagined” history.

Without historians, without the books we historians write, imagined history still lives in
our memories, private and corporate. Let me give you an example. It is imagined history at
NASA that during the Apollo program NASA was populated by an extraordinary collection of some
of the most gifted and able young scientists and engineers this country then possessed. Because
of their talent and youthful enthusiasm, NASA could do no wrong. Twenty years later, the agency
is supposedly populated by a much inferior breed, and can do nothing right,



and interplay between imagined and examined history is one instance; the distinction between
technique and explanation is another. A "good” work of history in the eyes of our peers (if one
judges by journal Teviews) is one that can be called "thoroughly researched” (that is, the author
has sifted through every known piece of documentary information, which is attested to in the
book’s copious footnotes). A "good"” work of history will also be "methodologically sound” (that
1s, it will hew closely to the techniques and interpretive models currently in favor among the

authors and reviewer’s colleagues). These attributes, however, count for less among the

need most from the historian is not technique but explanation--historical explanation that is
plausible to someone who has had some experience of the world,

knowing something about the personalities of General George Patton, General Omar Bradley and
Viscount Bemard Montgomery. Their knowledge of these things many scholar-historians have

3 Sylvia Doughty Fries, NASA Engineers in the Apollo Era. NASA SP (in Press). Howard E.
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one big thing." The executive and decision-maker have little use for the knowledge of the
hedgehog, which too often resolves itself into Some portentous thesis that explains all. Executives
and decision-makers need to command the intelligence of the fox--because theijr world is the
world of the fox. One of the finest public executives I know is an avid reader of Shakespeare,
who in Berlin’s famous characterization shared with Tolstoy the intelligence of the fox. This is
what Berlin says of Tolstoy: "When Tolstoy contrasts thijs real life--the actual, everyday, Tive’
experience of individuals--with the panoramic view conjured up by historians, it is clear to him

Secondly, the corporate historian, like the best professional staff, must be able to anticipate
questions and answer them promptly and as concisely as possible, Never, never underestimate
the intelligence required to synthesize a vast amount of material into the three most important
points which can be condensed into a one-page memorandum, As generations of undergraduates
can attest, this is an intelligence no less essential to the coherent lecture, but too often missing.
Good staff work is also self-effacing. The psychic rewards come not from fame but, to the
contrary, from knowing that you can be more effective in the shadows than in the spotlight.

Treading carefully that delicate boundary between imagined and examined history, the
historian can pe the steward of an organization’s institutional memory, and it is in this role that
the historian can be as influential as he or she may be in the classroom.

Ultimately, what the historian can bring to organizations is the one luxury few executives
and decision-makers h i : .

4 Isaiah Berlin, The Hedgehog and the Fox: An Essay on Tolstoy’s View of History (New York: New
American Library, 1957).
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that reflection and perspective is most likely a matter of personal style, but I have one cauton:
Wisdom routinely dispensed is wisdom routinely ignored.

Some significant experience in "applied” history is, in my view, an essential ingredient in
the education of the historian, especially historians of modern science and technology. Without
personal engagement in the realities that govern the life of scientists, engineers, managers and
decision-makers in the large-scale enterprises upon which so much of modemn discovery and
invention occurs, we are left to reading shadows. The doctoral degree, the "terminal degree” for
historians, has unfortunately come to signify the culmination of the historian’s education. Given
the subject matter of our discipline, it can only be the beginning of a life-long education, one that
might include a good bit of Shakespeare--not to mention Tolstoy.
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